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In 1821 an anonymous article entitled “Dissertation sur la 
recherche du milieu le plus probable, entre les r&ultats de 
plusieurs observations ou expGriences” appeared in the journal 
Annales de mathematiques pures et appliquges edited by ,J. D. 
Gergonne. The article discussed various means and proposed a new 
method, which consisted of weighting observations inversely to 
their residuals about the simple arithmetic mean, taking a weighted 
arithmetic mean, and iterating about successive means. The journal 
described the author only as “un Abonne” (a subscriber), and the 
paper was dated “Lyon, le 26 d’octobre 1821”. 
The article seems to have had little or no influence on the 
development of statistics; the earliest reference to it of which 
I am aware i,ias in Merriman’s exhaustive 1877 bibliography on least 
squares, which also gave a short synopsis. Rather, the importance 
of the paper seems to lie entirely in what it tells historians 
about the level of statistical thought at that time -- that some 
applied mathematicians had given consideration to the problem of 
specifying the correct model, and a variety of averages were being 
used. 
In 1891 Emanuel Czuber referred to this paper in his volume 
on the history of statistics. To a section discussing the weight- 
ing of observations, he attached a footnote (p. 227) stating that 
“Svanberg” wrote a relevant paper in 1821 in which weights were 
reciprocals of residuals about the mean, and giving reference to 
the paper in Gergonne’s journal with no hint that the paper was 
anonymous. On the strength of this footnote and a similarly un- 
explained attribution to Svanberg in Czuber [1899], at least two 
recent authors [Harter 1974; Huber 19721 have attributed the anon- 
ymous paper to Svanberg, both carefully citing Czuber as authority. 
Two questions come to mind: Who was Svanberg? On what evi- 
dence did Czuber attribute the 1821 paper to him? The first is 
not difficult to answer. The only Svanberg of note who could have 
been the author was Jilns Svanberg (1771-1851), a Swedish astrono- 
mer and mathematician who spent most of his adult life at Uppsala, 
where he was a professor of mathematics from 1811 to 1841. This 
is the Svanberg referred to in Laplace’s 1818 Second Supplement 
to his Theorie analytique des probabilit&, where Laplace proved 
that least squares was superior to a method Svanberg used to 
estimate a certain quantity. 
How did Czuber come to attribute the anonymous 1821 paper to 
a Swede likely to have been in Uppsala at the time, despite the 
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designated location “Lyon” and internal evidence that the author 
was familiar with the methods used to determine mean revenue of 
farm land in certain French nrovinces? The answer to this oues- 
tion is 
source, 
immediately apparent’ if one examines Czuber’s apparent 
Merriman’s chronological bibliography. On p. 173 we find 
1821 Svanberg. Om roterande systemers principal- 
axlar och sannolikaste medel-resultatet af gifna 
observationer. Vetensk. Akad. 
Stockholm for 1821, pp.‘388-408. 
Hand1 . 
1821 . ‘Dissertation sur la recherche du 
milieu le plus probable, entre les resultats de 
plusieurs observations ou experiences.’ 
Gergonne’s Annales deMath., Vol XII, pp. 181-204. 
[There follows a two-paragraph abstract] 
It appears that Flerriman has indicated anonymity by a dash, which 
Czuber !las taken to indicate the author of the preceding paper! 
This is confirmed by Merriman’s author index, where this paper 
(and two others of the 408 entries) are indexed under Anonymous. 
Czuber apparently did not even inspect the original paper, but 
learned everything he knew of it from Merriman’s synopsis. Had 
Merriman overlooked Svanberg’s 1821 paper, the anonymous paper 
might have been attributed by Czuber to Legendre, the preceding 
author on the list, and historians might have Legendre abandoning 
least squares in 1821! 
Who was the anonymous subscriber? The author, while writing 
well and displaying some common sense and mathematical ability, 
apparently was not a major figure. No mention is made of Laplace, 
either through lack of familiarity with Laplace’s work or ill- 
feeling toward Laplace. Also, Gergonne’s skeptical editor’s notes 
are not of the variety to be expected on even an anonymous paper 
by a very well-known man. 
Inspection of the other volumes of this journal (which ran 
from 1810 to 1831) provides a few clues. One finds that there were 
a number of anonymous papers published, although these made up 
only a small fraction of the total. The authors of these papers 
were usually provided with some sort of identity, such as “M.***,” 
“Ancient Elbve du Ecole Polytechnique,” M. G. P.,” M. B.***, 
abonn&,” or “Abonn&’ with a city designated -- Lyon, Marseilles, 
Paris, Parmi. It is curious that no signed papers were found 
with the address being Lyon. Thirteen items from Lyon over the 
years 1813-1829 include four papers and seven problem solutions 
attributed to “abonn6” [l], one solution unsigned, and one signed 
“M. G. P.” The dates suggest that the author might have been in 
Lyon from 1813 to 1829, and the contents of the papers suggest 
that his interests centered on geometry and philosophy. Indeed, 
an inventive historian might go further and speculate on a teach- 
ing career in Lyon, and some incident connected with the French 
revolution which led him to seek the shelter of anonymity. 
But if one focuses on contemporary evidence the puzzle can 
be neatly resolved, for the anonymous subscriber was none other 
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than Gergonne himself! The evidence is conclusive. In an 1859 
obituary notice, Bouisson [1859, p. 1991 wrote: 
Une foule d'articles sans nom d'auteur ou attribuk a des 
pseudonymes, appartiennent au redacteur. Ceux qui veulent con- 
naitre l'existence si f&o&e de Gergonne n'apprendront pas sans 
quelque in&-et l'artifice qui lui servait 2 varier la redaction 
de son journal. I1 se faisait adresser des objections sous 
forme de lettre, par des collaborateurs suppose's, et lui-meme les 
r&olvait dans des r&ponse detaill&es. Cette manike de fixer 
l'attention sur les difficult&s de certains problgmes a et6 
r&&l&e r&emment par l'examen de ses manuscrits, oi2 l'on a re- 
trouve &rites de sa main les pretendues lettres de ses contra- 
dicteurs. 
Moreover, 19th-century historians of mathematics discovered 
two complete sets of Gergonne’s Annales, donated by Gergonne in 
his later years to the library of Nancy and to the Bibliotheque 
de l’universite 2 la Sorbonne, in which the editor claimed author- 
ship of these works by writing his own name, in his own hand- 
writing, next to the title of each! Both Lafon [1861] and Henry 
[1881] present extensive lists which include this particular 1821 
memoir; Henry’s list comprises 43 items in all. 
Hence, instead of the memoir representing early development of 
statistical methods in Sweden, as uncovered by Czuber’s careful 
scholarship, it is further evidence of Gergonne’s energy and wide- 
spread interests [see Stigler 1974 for a discussion of Gergonne’s 
journal, his interests, and further references]. Gergonne was not 
only the founding editor of the first purely mathematical journal, 
but was already alert to the potential appeal of even contrived 
controversy and the appearance of many and widespread contributors. 
Czuber’s uncritical use of secondary sources (here, and in another 
case known to this writer) illustrates the value of carefully 
checking original sources and the dangers of accepting unsubstan- 
tiated attributions without further investigation. 
NOTE 
1. The three other papers were “Sur l’emploi d’algorithme des 
fonctions dans la demonstration des th6orsmes de gEometrie” in Vol. 
10 (Nov. 15, 1819), “Sur le nombre et la nature des couleurs primi- 
tives” in Vol. 10 (Jan. 10, 1820), and “Dissertation sur la langue 
des sciences en g&n&al, et in particular sur la langue des mathg- 
matiques” in Vol. 12 (Mar. 20, 1822). The problem solutions 
dealt mostly with geometry; none concerned probability or statistics 
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